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Jr., who admits to still get-
ting nervous.

But he improved over the
course of the season, actually
won a few races and was
hooked. The 40-year-old driv-
er is now experiencing suc-
cess at Speedway 95, but it
was a long road to get there.

Curtis Jr. won several
races over the years in four
different classes but he never
won a points championship.
He took six years off from rac-
ing when his children, Mason
and Meah, were young. He
didn’t have the time or the
money to race.

But, five years ago, his
cousin, Joe Pinkham, wanted
to get involved in racing and
bought him a Late Model car.
He and his B and S Scrap Re-
cycling business in Hudson
sponsor Curtis.

Curtis Jr. struggled for a
couple of years and admits, “I
didn’t think I had the talent.”

But everything changed
two years ago when he began
working with veteran racer
Scott Modery, who is also
from Hermon.

Curtis Jr. finished off the
2015 season by winning a 150-
lap Late Model race and he
has followed that up by win-
ning the first two races this
season.

He is targeting his first
points title.

“Once I hooked up with
Scott, everything has been
straight ahead. He has gotten
the car to where I can drive it
[successfully] now. He is
amazing. I can’t say enough
about him,” Curtis Jr. said.

“John took us in. My son
Ryan and I didn’t have a ride.
Things didn’t work out for us,
so we felt it was in our best
interest to move forward and
help a friend who had all the
tools and all the equipment,”
said Modery, who is his crew
chief when he isn’t racing
against him.

“His crew just didn’t have
the seat time to apply the set-
ups to his likes and needs. We
wanted to get him comfortable
and confident,” said Modery.
“His car wasn’t far off. It just
needed to be tweaked a little.”

In addition to the Moderys,
Curtis’ father and his friend
Justin Byers also work on the
car on a regular basis.

“The Moderys go above and
beyond what you would nor-
mally do for most people,” said
John Curtis Sr.

Winning the 150-lapper gave
Curtis Jr. a big lift.

“That was unbelievable,”

said Curtis Jr. “I started in the
back. I drove my way to the
front but got spun out and had
to go all the way to the back.
But I came back to win it.

“My guys put an awesome
car under me and it has kept
getting better,” said Curtis Jr.,
who works at Crescent Lum-
ber in Stillwater.

Curtis Jr. said confidence is
“huge” in racing and he has it
now.

“He has learned to leave his
car alone … to accept things
the way they are and not try to
over-adjust it,” said Modery.

Curtis is having the time of
his life.

“I’m 40 years old but I feel
like I’m 20 right now,” he said.

He had never won two races
in a row and had never had a
start like this season.

“I owe everything to my
crew,” he said.

He enjoys all aspects of rac-
ing.

“I like getting together with
a bunch of buddies on the
weekend,hangingoutandhav-
ing a good time. Everybody
wants to win, but even if we
don’t, we still have a good time.
And there is nothing like hav-
ing a good-handling car,” said
Curtis. “I enjoy passing other
guys fair. I’m a clean driver. I
don’t bump and slam. I got that
from Deane Smart.”

Smart, from Bradley, is a
longtime Late Model racer.

“John has come a long ways
in the past two years,” said
Smart. “He has the best han-
dling car at the track. He looks
like he is out there by himself.”

Curtis said he doesn’t have
anything special on his car.

His car has a Ford Fusion
body, a Hamke chassis and a
Crate Motor.

“It’s an old conventional set-
up,” said Curtis Jr., who will
look for his third straight win
on Saturday night, June 11.
Monster Jam is occupying
Speedway 95 this weekend.

Curtis said after running for
the points championship this
season, he may “slow down a
little bit next year.

“I’ll do the bigger races like
the Coastal 200 [at Wiscasset
Speedway],” said Curtis Jr.

He isn’t interested in joining
a touring series like the Pro
All-Stars Series.

“Speedway 95 is close for
me,” said Curtis, who wants to
spend time with his kids.

His son has driven go-karts
and John Jr. called him an
“unbelievable driver.”

He expects his son to be-
come a Speedway 95 racer in
the near future.

So when Mason Curtis gets
his first car, he may not want
to leave it in his father or
grandfather’s driveway.

Keselowski steals pole from teammate
THE SPORTS XCHANGE

LONG POND, Pennsylva-
nia — Going out late in a
light rain in the final round
of NASCAR
Sprint Cup
S e r i e s
knockout qualifying at Po-
cono Raceway, Brad Kesel-
owski edged Team Penske
teammate Joey Logano for
the top starting spot in Sun-
day’s Axalta “We Paint Win-
ners” 400 (1 p.m., FS1-TV).

For the second straight
week, Logano paced each of
the first two rounds but
came up barely short on his
money lap.

Keselowski toured the 2.5-
mile triangular speedway in
49.525 seconds (181.726 mph)
to edge Logano (181.400 mph)
by .089 seconds. Keselowski
won his first Coors Light
Pole Award of the season,
his first at Pocono and the
12th of his career.

For Keselowski, speed in
qualifying typically trans-
lates to a strong perfor-
mance in race trim. The
driver of the No. 2 Ford has
finished in the top 10 each of
the last nine times he has
won a Sprint Cup pole.
Seven of those finishes were
fourth or better, with two
victories.

“I don’t think of us as a
team that is a qualifying-fo-
cused team,” Keselowski
said. “In general, we work
on things that pay off in the
race and not qualifying. So
when we have speed in qual-
ifying, that’s usually a sign
of how strong we are in race
trim.

“Of course, I can’t confirm
that today, because I didn’t
get any race trim practice (be-
cause of inclement weather).
But I would say that’s some of
our tendency.”

Logano knew where he
lost the pole position to his
teammate-in Turn 1.

“I was trying to get a little

bit more in that last round,
which we all did,” Logano
said. “I just hit the track a lit-
tle bit with the splitter, and it
bounced me up the race track
about a lane, and I ended up
running a lane up all the way
through that corner.

“I know that’s every bit of
a tenth (of a second). I’m
sure when I go back on TV
or compare laps, the data
together with Brad’s, I’m
sure that’s where it all is. I
felt like (Turns) 2 and 3 were
really good. I felt like we
made up something, but I
was surprised it was even as
fast as it was. That just
shows the speed in the car.”

Matt Kenseth (181.316
mph) qualified third, fol-
lowed by Kevin Harvick
(181.192 mph) and Carl Ed-
wards (180.759 mph). Tony
Stewart will start sixth and
Jimmie Johnson seventh.

Dale Earnhardt Jr., who
advanced to the final round
of a non-restrictor-plate
knockout qualifying session
for the first time this season,
claimed the eighth spot on
the grid for Sunday’s race.

NOTEBOOK: In the wake
of sponsorship issues that
have curtailed his NASCAR
XFINITY Series appearanc-
es for Richard Petty Motors-
ports, Jeb Burton is happy

for a one-race opportunity to
help establish a baseline for
the No. 32 GoFas Racing
Ford, which has been driven
this year by Jeffrey Earn-
hardt. Beyond this weekend
at Pocono, however, future
rides for Burton are uncer-
tain. “Getting back over
here on the Cup side will be
fun,” Burton said on Friday
at Pocono. “I thank GoFas
Racing for giving me the op-
portunity to come out here
and try to improve their pro-
gram a little bit. “Right now,
this is all I’m going to do. I’ll
run here, and I’m not sure
what the rest of the season
holds for me.”

NASCAR
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San Jose Sharks center Joe Pavelski (8) passes the puck away from Pittsburgh Penguins right wing Phil Kessel (81) in the
first period Wednesday of Game 2 of the 2016 Stanley Cup Final at Consol Energy Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
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Coach explains why Pavelski has gone silent
BY WIRE SERVICE REPORTS

Joe Pavelski has become
one of the top goal scorers in
the NHL by finding quiet
areas on the ice and deliver-
ing resounding results.

In the Stanley Cup Finals,
the only silence is coming
from Pavelski’s stick.

The Sharks’ captain is
scoreless
in two
g a m e s
a g a i n s t
Pittsburgh. Not coinciden-
tally, his team trails the se-
ries 2-0 with Game 3 sched-
uled at 8 p.m. Saturday
(NBC-TV) at SAP Center.

Pointless not once but
twice — on the sport’s big-
gest stage, no less. That con-
stitutes a dramatic change
for a player who scored 22
points in the first 18 games
of the postseason.

It’s not like Pavelski is
failing to capitalize on op-
portunities; he isn’t getting
opportunities. He’s averag-
ing a mere 1.5 shots per
game after producing 3.4
per game in the Sharks’
three previous playoff se-
ries.

Have the Penguins done
what Los Angeles, Nashville
and St. Louis could not? Have
they solved the Pavelski puz-
zle? Or can the lack of produc-

tion be traced to malfunctions
by the Sharks?

Not surprisingly, it’s both.
“They’re doing a good job

taking away time and space,
particularly from our better
players,” Sharks coach Pete
DeBoer said Thursday after
the team returned home.
“Every team tries to do that.
Give them credit.

“But there are things we
can do better as a group. We’ll
try to get that fixed.”

More efficient play in the
defensive and neutral zones
would allow the Sharks to es-
tablish puck possession with
their attack and give the top
scorers a chance to do what
they’ve done throughout the
postseason.

Pavelski, especially, has
proven he doesn’t need much
space to be a resounding pres-
ence.

“We’re not getting enough
shots through,” center Logan
Couture said. “There are
things that worked in the first
couple rounds to get us here,
and we’re trying to force
things. We need to be better in
their end offensively creating
scoring chances.”

Sharks seek home edge
After serving as the

NHL’s most dominant road
team throughout the regular
season, the Sharks are bank-

ing on the comforts of home
to help bridge the gap with
the Penguins. Winners of
seven of their nine playoff
contests at SAP Center, the
Sharks look to rebound from
a pair of one-goal setbacks
in the Steel City.

“Obviously, we’re not
coming home under the best
circumstances, but we also
know we’re a tough out,
we’re going to be a tough
team to beat at home,” San
Jose coach Peter DeBoer
told reporters.

Pittsburgh proved its
worth at home in the first
two contests of the series,
with rookie Conor Sheary
providing the exclamation
point in Wednesday night’s
2-1 overtime win to give the
Penguins a 2-0 series lead.
Fellow first-year player
Matt Murray has turned
aside 45-of-48 shots in the
final to raise his playoff win
total to 13, which is just two
shy of the rookie record
shared by Montreal’s Pat-
rick Roy (1986), Philadel-
phia’s Ron Hextall (1987)
and Carolina’s Cam Ward
(2006). San Jose’s Martin
Jones has stopped 66-of-71
shots in the first two con-
tests as he attempts to
thwart Pittsburgh’s bid to
move within one game of its
fourth Stanley Cup title.

About the Penguins
The “HBK Line” of Carl

Hagelin, Nick Bonino and
Phil Kessel has been quite
the showstopper in the play-
offs, as the players have
combined for 50 points (19
goals, 31 assists) in 20 games.
Kessel scored for the fifth
time in eight contests when
he recorded his team-lead-
ing 10th goal and 19th point
in Game 2. Bonino collected
his club-best 13th assist for
his second point in the final
and Hagelin has set up a
tally in each contest versus
the Sharks.

About the Sharks
One day after claiming

that Sidney Crosby cheats
in the faceoff circle, Logan
Couture did his best to
quiet the stir by including
a lot more people on that
list. “Everyone cheats on
faceoffs,” Couture told re-
porters on Friday. “I
cheat, Jumbo (teammate
Joe Thornton) cheats.
That’s how you try to win
draws. (Crosby’s) one of
the best at it. He wins a lot
of faceoffs.” Couture has
won four of seven draws
versus Crosby, but San
Jose has struggled in the
circle by winning just 46.7
percent of faceoffs in the
playoffs.

STANLEY CUP
NOTEBOOK

Birdie blitz earns Kuchar tie atMemorial
REUTERS

Former champion Matt
Kuchar continued his love af-
fair with the Memorial tour-
nament on Friday as he took
advantage of calm conditions
with a late birdie flurry to
surge into a two-way tie for
the lead in the second round.

Kuchar birdied four of his
last six holes to shoot a spar-
kling six-under-par 66 at
Muirfield Village, finishing
level with fellow American
Brendan Steele (67) at 12-
under 132.

Argentina’s Emiliano Gril-
lo (66) and long-hitting Ameri-
can Gary Woodland (65) were
at 11-under while Australian
world number one Jason Day
followed his opening 66 with
an erratic 71 to drop five
strokes off the pace.

U.S. Open champion Jor-
dan Spieth and Rory McIlroy
both put mediocre first
rounds behind them as they
moved into contention, Amer-
ican Spieth carding a 68 to
finish at six-under, a stroke
behind Northern Irishman
McIlroy who returned a 66.

Kuchar, who won the 2013

Memorial tournament and
has recorded four top-10s in
his last five PGA Tour starts,
was delighted to benefit from
another benign day at Muir-
field Village in the prestigious
event hosted by Jack Nick-
laus.

“I’ve been in some great
form,” the 37-year-old told re-
porters after mixing seven
birdies with a lone bogey.
“Nice to keep it going.

“The course is in fantastic
shape … it’s as easy at this
place as I remember ever see-
ing it, even though the greens
are still fast.

“You can get in the wrong
spot, but you don’t have to
worry too much about the
wind. It’s fun to be out there
playing and making some
birdies around this place.”

American Dustin Johnson,
who fired an eight-under 64 to
seize a one-shot lead after the
opening round, ended the
round three strokes off the
pace after carding a 71.

Nordqvist in three-way tie
for lead

Defending champion
Anna Nordqvist overcame a

poor start with nine birdies
in her last 12 holes for a
seven-under-par 64 and a
share of the first-round lead
at the Shoprite LPGA Clas-
sic on Friday in New Jersey.

Nordqvist bogeyed two of
her first three holes after
starting out on a breezy
morning by the shore but
ran off four birdies in a row
from her seventh hole, sand-
wiching two six-footers with
a pair of one-foot tap-ins.

Tied with the Swede were
Japan’s Ai Miyazato and
South African Paula Reto,
with Haru Nomura of Japan,
Scottish veteran Catriona
Matthew and American
Casey Grice one shot back on
65.

The 54-hole event looms as
a wide open battle as many
top players, including world
number one Lydia Ko and
red-hot Thai Ariya Juta-
nugarn, winner of the last
three LPGA tourneys, are tak-
ing the week off ahead of the
Women’s PGA Champion-
ship.

Nordqvist, whose five
LPGA titles include the 2009
LPGA Championship major,

said the Stockton Seaview
Hotel and Golf Club, Bay
Course in Galloway suited
her game.

“This place obviously has a
lot of good memories for me,
being the defending champ,”
the Swede told Golf Channel.

“I like this place. My iron
game is my strength and the
greens here are pretty small
and it’s usually windy, so it
fits my game.”

Miyazato, ranked 85th, is
feeling good about being in
contention and about her
game, which yielded an eagle
on the par-five third hole.

“Since the beginning of this
year, my game was in good
shape and all I can do is just to
be patient,” she said. “But fi-
nally I could see some mo-
mentum in my score.”

Reto, looking for her first
LPGA Tour win, was delight-
ed after closing with birdies
on four of her last five holes.

“I’m really excited,” the
South African said. “I played
good today, steady, especially
with irons and putting…

“I’m really happy and I’m
excited to come back out to-
morrow morning.”

Ali near death,
source reveals
BY IAN SIMPSON
REUTERS

Former world heavy-
weight champion Muham-
mad Ali was close to death
in a Phoenix-area hospital
on Friday, a source close to
the family
said.

Ali, 74, one
of the world’s
most cele-
brated ath-
letes, was
hospitalized
this week for
a respiratory
ailment. The
family spokesman has said
Ali was in fair condition,
but speculation has swirled
about his health.

Asked about Ali’s condi-
tion, the source said: “It’s
extraordinarily grave. It’s a
matter of hours.”

The source said he had
spoken with Ali’s wife, Lon-
nie. “It could be more than a

couple of hours, but it’s not
going to be much more. Fu-
neral arrangements are al-
ready being made.”

The spokesman, Bob Gun-
nell, has not responded to
repeated requests for com-
ment about his condition.

Ali has suffered from Par-
kinson’s disease for more than
three decades and has kept a
low profile in recent years.

The New York Post and the
International Business Times
cited a report on the Radar
Online website as saying Ali
had been placed on life sup-
port. The source could not
comment on that report.

Ali’s last public appear-
ance was in April at the “Ce-
lebrity Fight Night” gala in
Arizona, a charity that ben-
efits the Muhammad Ali
Parkinson Center.

Nicknamed “The Greatest,”
he retired from boxing in 1981
with a 56-5 record. Ali’s diagno-
sis of Parkinson’s came about
three years after he retired.

Ali


